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Judicial punishment in Classical India. 

From Thomas Watters, T.W. Rhys Davis, & Vicenta A. Smith (Eds.]. On Yuan Chwang’s Travels in India, 

AD 629-645.
1
 [2-vols.] London: Royal Asiatic Society, 1904-1905. Vol. I, (SOCIAL AND LEGAL MATTERS), 

pp. 171-72.
2
 

The character of the Indian people. 

They are of hasty and irresolute temperaments, but of pure moral principles. They 

will not take anything wrongfully, and they yield more than fairness requires. They 

fear the retribution for sins in other lives, and make light of what conduct produces 

in this life. They do not practise deceit and they keep their sworn obligations. 

Judicial processes and modes of punishment. 

As the government is honestly administered and the people live together on good 

terms the criminal class is small. The statute law is sometimes violated and plots 

made against the sovereign; when the crime is brought to light the offender is im-

prisoned for life; he does not suffer any corporal punishment, but alive and dead he 

is not treated as member of the community (lit. as a man). For offences against social 

morality, and disloyal and unfilial conduct, the punishment is to cut off the nose, or 

an ear, or a hand, or a foot, or to banish the offender to another country or into the 

wilderness. Other offences can be atoned for by a money payment. 

The four ordeals by which the innocence or guilt of an accused 

person was determined. 

These are by water, by fire, by weighing, and by poison: 

1 In the water ordeal the accused is put in one sack and a stone in another, then 

the two sacks are connected and thrown into a deep stream; if the sack con-

taining the stone floats, and the other sinks, the man’s guilt is proven. 

2 The fire ordeal requires the accused to kneel and tread on hot iron, to take it in 

his hand and lick it; if he is innocent he is not hurt, but he is burnt if he is 

guilty. 

                                            
1
 [The Byzantine-Arab Wars began in 626 AD. Much of the Roman Empire is conquered by Muslim Arabs led by 

Khalid ibn al-Walid.] 

2
 The name of the celebrated Chinese pilgrim and translator is spelt in English in the following ways (among 

others): 

1. M. Stanislas Julien Hiouen Thsang 

2. Mr. Mayers Huan Chwang 

3. Mr. Wylie Yuén Chwàng 

4. Mr. Beal Hiuen Tsiang 

5. Prof. Legge Hsüan Chwang 

6. Prof. Bunyiu Nanjio Hhüen Kwān 
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3 In the weighing ordeal the accused is weighed against a stone; and if the latter 

is the lighter the charge is false, if otherwise it is true. 

4 The poison ordeal requires that the right hind leg of a ram be cut off, and ac-

cording to the portion assigned to the accused to eat, poisons are put into the 

leg, and if the man is innocent he survives, and if not the poison takes effect. 

Editorial Notes 

Julien
1
 takes a very different meaning out of the text for the last sentence. He 

understood the author to state that the poison ordeal consisted in placing in 

the incised thigh of a ram “une portion des aliments que mange le prévenu,”
2
 

poisons having been previously spread over the “portion,” and if the ram then 

died the accused was guilty, and if the poison did not work he was innocent. 

But this cannot be regarded as the meaning of the text (which is not, however, 

very clearly expressed). Our author’s account of these trials by ordeal in India 

differs both as to the actual ordeals, and the mode of procedure with them, 

from the descriptions to be found in other works. Manu, for example, does not 

give either the weighing or the poison ordeal, but these are mentioned by other 

authorities.
3
 

 

 

 

                                            
1
 [Stanislas Aignan Julien, 1797–1873, one of the most academically respected sinologists in French history, 

who served as the Chairman of Chinese at the Collège de France for over forty years. See Histoire de la Vie de 
Hiouen-Thsang, Paris 1856.] 

2
 [A portion of the food eaten by the accused] 

3
 Manu VIII, 114; Al-Bîrunî, Vol. II, p. 159. 
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Suggested reading for students. 

 

Selections from our Down to Earth Series. 

 A BALANCED VIEW OF THE MOTIVES BEHIND DIETARY PREFERENCES 

 A DABBLER IN OCCULTISM EXPOSED 

 A DIRE PROPHECY ABOUT EGYPT 

 A RICH LIFE, WITHOUT THE TRAPPINGS OF MAMMON 

 ALLOPATHS PERSECUTING HOMEOPATHS 

 AMAZING STORIES, DISCOUNTED BY THE SCIENTIST AND THE RELIGIOUS BIGOT 

 ARYAN MUSIC 

 BLAVATSKY ON HOW TO EDUCATE CHILDREN 

 BLAVATSKY ON THE MATERIALISM OF TODAY 

 BORN ATHEIST, BURIED CHRISTIAN 

 BROTHERHOOD RANKS ABOVE MEDITATION 

 CAN EATING ANIMAL FLESH EVER BE ETHICAL 

 CHESTERFIELD’S CHOICE THOUGHTS TO HIS SON 

 CHILDREN TRAINING THEMSELVES FOR MURDER 

 CICERO'S TUSCULAN DISPUTATIONS - TR. YONGE 

 CIVILIZATION, THE DEATH OF ART AND BEAUTY 

 COCK, A VERY OCCULT BIRD 

 COMPETITION RAGES MOST FIERCELY IN CHRISTIAN LANDS 

 CRUELTY IN THE BIRCH GROVE 

 DAZZLED GLIMPSES INTO THE ASTRAL LIGHT 

 EARTHQUAKES ARE THE OUTCOME OF SINS COMMITTED BY MEN 

 ENGLISH NEWSPAPER SLANDERS RUSSIAN LADY 

 EVERYONE AND EVERYTHING IS INTERRELATED 

 FLESH-EATING AMONG BUDDHIST MONKS 

 FOUL CONSPIRACIES AND BLATANT LIES LEVELLED AGAINST MADAME BLAVATSKY 

 GORDON ON FAME, THAT COY GODDESS 
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 GRS MEAD SHOWS HIS TRUE COLOURS 

 HIEROCLES EXALTS WEDLOCK 

 HOW A DEVIL’S IMP REDEEMED HIS LOAF 

 HOW TO CONDUCT OURSELVES TOWARDS OUR PARENTS 

 IDOLATRY AND ZOOLATRY 

 INSIGHTS TO EMOTION IN ART 

 LÉVI ON THE TWO OPPOSING FORCES - TR. WAITE 

 LÉVI WARNS THE IMPUDENT - TR. WAITE 

 MEDITATION PROPER IS SPIRITUAL SEERSHIP 

 MIRACLES ARE NATURAL PHENOMENA 

 MODERN INDIA IS SPIRITUALLY DEGRADED 

 MUSINGS OF AN UNPOPULAR PHILOSOPHER 

 NARCISSISM AND ANIMAL SENSUALISM PERSONIFIED 

 OCCULT PROPHECIES 

 OCCULT TALES BY JUDGE 

 ONIONS WERE CONSIDERED TOO SACRED TO BE EATEN 

 OXFORD DON PROFANES VEDIC HYMN 

 PLUTARCH ON THE TRANQUILLITY OF THE MIND - TR. MORGAN 

 PLUTARCH ON WHETHER WATER OR LAND ANIMALS ARE THE MOST CRAFTY 

 PLUTARCH ON WHY EATING ANIMALS IS REPULSIVE - TR. BAXTER 

 POVERTY BREEDS GENEROSITY, WEALTH GREED AND SELFISHNESS 

 PROMETHEUS, THE LIGHT-BRINGER, HURLED DOWN TO THE BOWELS OF THE EARTH 

 PYTHAGORAS' BAN OF BEANS 

 REFRAIN FROM THE MANIA OF CELEBRATING PERSONALITIES 

 RHOADES ON TRAINING THE IMAGINATION 

 RUSKIN'S SESAME AND LILIES 

 RUSSIAN VANDALISM OF PERSIAN ZOROASTRIANISM 

 SAPPHIRE BLUE, THE MOST ELECTRIC OF ALL COLOURS 

 SIXTEEN CAUTIONS IN PARAGRAPHS BY JUDGE 

 SOCIAL ETHICS OF NINETEENTH CENTURY RUSSIA 

 SPECULATIVE LUCUBRATIONS OF AN ARISTOTELEAN PHILOSOPHER 

 SPIRITUAL RULES AND PROTREPTICS 

 TAYLOR'S VINDICATION OF THE RIGHTS OF BRUTES 

http://www.philaletheians.co.uk/


DOWN TO EARTH SERIES 

SUGGESTED READING FOR STUDENTS 

Judicial processes and punishment in Classical India v. 17.11, www.philaletheians.co.uk, 10 May 2023 

Page 6 of 6 

 TEN INJUNCTIONS FOR THEOSOPHISTS BY JUDGE 

 TERENCE ON LENIENCE 

 THE BIRTHMARK BY NATHANIEL HAWTHORNE 

 THE FEAR OF NUMBER THIRTEEN 

 THE HOLLOW EARTH 

 THE JAPANESE SHOULD NOT BOW DOWN TO CHRISTIAN ETHICS 

 THE LEARNED TREE OF TIBET 

 THE OCCULT CAUSES OF EPIDEMIC DISEASES 

 THE PERNICIOUS INFLUENCE OF THE MOON 

 THE RELIGIO-PHILOSOPHICAL JOURNAL IS NEITHER RELIGIOUS NOR PHILOSOPHICAL 

 THE RUSSIAN MOTE AND THE BRITISH BEAM 

 THE SEWER OF DOGMATIC CREEDS AND BLIND FAITH 

 THE SPARKLE OF “LIGHT ON THE PATH” HAS BEEN DIMMED BY A DARK STAIN 

 THE SPIRIT OF LIFE ISSUES FROM THE EARTH’S NORTH POLE 

 THE TWELVE TRIBES OF ISRAEL NEVER EXISTED 

 THE UNGRATEFUL MAN 

 THE VELVETEEN RABBIT 

 TRUTH IS EXILED FROM THE PRESS BECAUSE IT IS NOT AS BEGUILING AS FALSE-

HOOD 

 VIRGIL'S GEORGICS - TR. RHOADES 

 WESTERN RELIGION ALONE IS TO BLAME FOR THE CRUELTY TO ANIMALS 

 WHAT IS MUSIC BY RICE 

 WHEN THE DOORS OF THE WORLD CLOSED ON THEM 

 WHY DO ANIMALS SUFFER 

 WHY THE HOLLOW MEN PRIZE THEIR VICE 
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